Introduction
As shorthand for giving conceptual definition to the global ascent of a balder, market-centric political logic, 'neoliberalism' will perhaps inevitably be invoked in ways that suggest an all too neat doctrinal coherence. 1 The use of the term risks two distinct pitfalls. The first is the overly reductive use of a necessarily reductive term, where its expanse becomes so broad, its implications and effects so monolithic and totalizing, that the fact of its different articulations is occluded; or sidelined as 'merely' a matter of rhetoric. The principal risk here is that this inculcates a mode of reified analysis where, to paraphrase Smith's (2005) analogous observations of the commonplace uses of the term 'globalization', the 'thing' we call neoliberalism starts assuming causal properties in its own right -that is, it becomes the 'it' which does the explaining, rather than the political phenomenon that needs to be explained. This can, in turn, spawn a kind of grand theorizing that can easily suggest an outright colonization of the identity deemed neoliberal, such as a 'state' or 'political party', when such institutions are much more usefully understood as composites of multiple identities, aspects of which are likely to be the site of hegemonic tensions with the neoliberalized elements.
The second potential pitfall involves a more empirically exacting use of the term -the approach essentially followed by Smith -where neoliberalism is more rigidly defined in terms of more transparently neoliberal political identities (Thatcher, Reagan, Joseph, Hayek, Friedman, etc.) . Endeavouring to map and identify a specific, theoretically literate neoliberal genealogy is certainly a useful exercise. But the danger here is that it orientates the analyst towards a circumscribed mode of investigation, which deflects attention from other, putatively non-neoliberal political agents and structures. The point may seem trite, but one does not have to exhibit the overt pro-market ideological posturing of a Thatcher or Friedman to act 'neoliberal'. The fact that neoliberalism is an identity marker more routinely ascribed by critics and analysts, rather than self-asserted by 'neoliberals' themselves, suggests that what takes place at a surface level of political self-identification is not a very useful barometer for indicating 'who' or 'what' might be constituted as neoliberal.
The three books under review can be positioned as different attempts to negotiate the tensions between neoliberalism as the name for an ambitious critical metanarrative and neoliberalism as a more precise empirical descriptor. The Harvey book and the edited collection of Soederberg, Menz and Cerny indicate a broad convergence of purpose, as both endeavour to formulate accounts of a transnational neoliberal hegemony that remains dialectically sensitive to local particulars. Smith's book differs most obviously in its foregrounding of globalization, though, like the other two books, the dominant logic of globalization is regularly characterized as neoliberal. What markedly distinguishes the latter text -at least in the terms that centre the concerns of this review -is its interrogation of the value of neoliberalism as a satisfactory descriptor of the Irish case, which, Smith argues, is both 'the test case for globalisation ' (2005, 2) and the site of a number of 'counter-tendencies' that do not usefully fit the categories of globalized or neoliberal.
The three books, therefore, amount to a rich store of insights on how one goes about the business of naming hegemonic formations; indeed, one can discern in Smith's argument a clear scepticism about the usefulness of the idea of formations. This contestation over names and naming is about more than semantics, for it is also a barometer of the analytical complexity and messiness of the issues at stake. The three books certainly generate a rich proliferation of hybrid categories when it comes to the naming of neoliberalism: 'pragmatic neoliberalism', 'disembedded neoliberalism', 'embedded neoliberalism', 'stark neoliberalism', 'circumscribed neoliberalization' and even 'social neoliberalism' are among the labels invoked. This malleability alone suggests a number of fascinating, yet sticky, typological questions, especially if one follows the premise that the choice of label helps to constitute, and not just reflect, one's account of political reality. When and how does neoliberalism go from being 'stark' to 'pragmatic'? When does neoliberalism become what Soederberg et al. concede is the seemingly paradoxical 'social neoliberalism '? (2005, 21) What is the difference between 'social neoliberalism' and 'social democracy?' What would amount to a genuinely post-neoliberal politics?
None of the three books purport to offer comprehensive answers to such big, perhaps irresolvable, questions. What they all do, however, is encourage the reader to reflect on how one might formulate an account of neoliberalism that is not blind to elucidating paradox and difference. In this respect, Harvey's A Brief History of Neoliberalism is exemplary, offering an accessible, critically engaged overview of the neoliberal turn that attests to the author's characteristic knack for ambitiously mapping the dialectical complexity of the relations between local and transnational scales (see Harvey, 1989) . The emergence of neoliberalism as the name for the hegemonic political response to the Keynesian crisis of the 1970s may be a well-known story across the social sciences. But what had been lacking, up to now, was a book that purposefully sought to give explanatory shape to neoliberalism's dynamic political trajectory. That such a book has been written by somebody with the subtle storytelling skills of David Harvey is a great bonus, for, mindful of the dangers of giving the story a simplistic ideological coherence, he formulates an analysis that consistently foregrounds the simultaneously universal and national, structured and agented, imperializing and appropriating, cohering and fragmented, purposeful and contradictory character of the neoliberal turn.
Neoliberalism as a Story of Class Reorganization
The conceptual reach and malleability of Harvey's book is unlikely to appeal to those longing for precise categorical definition and empirical demarcation. It sets about identifying the neoliberalized aspect of national and regional trajectories as diverse as China, South Korea, Mexico, Chile, Sweden and the European Union, and anchors much of its argument in a discussion of the bestknown cases of the US and the UK. The central storytelling and explanatory variable throughout is class. Harvey sees neoliberalism as a political project directed towards the restoration and maintenance of ruling class power and positions his own intervention as a counter to what he suggests is the 'quite startling ' (2005, 115) lack of interest in class forces in most orthodox accounts of globalization. While sensitive to the particularity of national class formations, the book identifies the fusing of the traditionally demarcated roles of management and ownership through stock incentivization, and the increased importance of financial capital relative to production capital, as Harvey is reflexive enough to recognize that foregrounding such an unfashionable concept as class probably necessitates some kind of disclaimer among a contemporary readership, many of whom have become accustomed to the default charges of essentialism, determinism and reductionism attaching themselves to the category; or, worse, been successfully interpellated by a neoliberal discourse that situates class as 'a fictional category that exists only in the imagination of socialists and crypto-communists ' (2005, 202) . He addresses his imagined reader's most likely anxieties in a number of informal ontological and epistemological observations (the book's general disposition is more storytelling rather than theorizing), which stress the dynamic nature of classes and disavow the idea that postulating the notion of a 'ruling class' requires evidence of groups' necessarily conspiring. His wish to reinvigorate classical Marxian concerns, while nevertheless renouncing some of the teleological delusions historically associated with them, is encapsulated in his reworking of a classic aphorism:
There is no proletarian field of utopian fantasy to which we can retire. To point to the necessity and inevitably of class struggle is not to say that the way class is constituted is determined or even determinable in advance. Popular as well as elite class movements make themselves, though never under conditions of their own choosing ' (p. 202) .
This affirmation of a more constructivist and fluid, rather than transcendental and static, view of class is sometimes belied by Harvey's more confident demarcation of 'true' or 'given' class interests from those that are 'falsely' constructed. However, to be fair, the moments that summon the catalogue of objections that one might anticipate bringing to a class-based analysis are rare. Harvey does not reduce neoliberalism to a stodgy structuralist narrative about reified class forces. Instead, he focusses on identifying the culturally embedded agents and institutions at work throughout, while also recognising elites' skill in constructing alliances and interpellating political subjectivities outside a more distinctly ruling class milieu.
The book offers little in the way of self-conscious theorizing about the role of ideas, though Gramsci is given due recognition and Hayek (1960) is credited for recognizing the importance of the 'battle of ideas' better than most. However, one of the most pleasing, and perhaps surprising, 2 aspects of the book is its recognition of the constitutive role of discourse in the dynamic iteration of neoliberal hegemony. This stress is clearly cued by the structural organization of the book, which opens with the chapter 'freedom's just another word' and concludes with 'freedom's prospect'. The narrative device -which is also discernible in Harvey's observations on universal rights' discourses and Sean Phelan Messy Grand Narrative 331 the post-Fordist desire for flexible work practices -serves to emphasize how neoliberalism's success, as a mode of political identification, has been partly contingent on the successful elite organization of a legitimating project around such seductive signifiers as 'freedom' and 'individual rights', and thus the challenge for critique is not simply to disparage these signifiers, but seek to give them a new representation that genuinely disarticulates them from a neoliberal logic. Unlike some sectarian critics of neoliberalism, therefore, Harvey is sufficiently ecumenical to concede the imaginative potency of neoliberal modes of identification and astute enough to recognize how this imbues neoliberal discourse(s) with the colonizing power to extend its structuring logic to other discourses, such as multicultural, development, humanitarian, gender and identity.
Of course, Harvey is not blind to the paradoxes behind the official rhetoric. Invoking Polanyi as a prophetic figure, he positions the neo conservative turn as a manifestation of the latently authoritarian character of a neoliberalized politics. The 'creative tension ' (2005, 19) between neoliberal theory and practice is most obviously manifest in the neoliberal account of the state, which, from a pure, if ultimately quite reductive, doctrinaire perspective, is the inherently oppressive Other, yet also the body of institutions that most urgently needs reconstituting in terms of market imperatives. Harvey balks at formulating an account of the neoliberal state's 'general character', partly because of the specificity of local formations and the 'systematic divergences from the template of neoliberal theory ' (2005, 70) . However, he identifies two features -both pointing to the clear presence of ruling class motivations -as consistent across national and regional formations: the valorization of the need to create 'a good business and investment climate ' (2005, 70) and the safeguarding of the financial system, above all else, in times of political crisis. Conflict between safeguarding these political priorities and upholding the official neoliberal doctrine should be anticipated, he argues, but, in the last resort, the utopian vision will always be subordinate to the more basic urge to retain particular configurations of class-based power. Perhaps may be overinflates. Yet to observe the point the ideological importance of the utopian element in the first place, because, even in its most formative theoretical articulations (Hayek, 1960) , neoliberalism is arguably most potent as a politics of disidentification; or, as the dictum of 'there is no alternative' implies, a politics more concerned with occluding political possibilities, rather than pursuing utopian ambition. 
Varieties of Neoliberalism
The edited collection of Soederberg, Menz and Cerny gives a more focussed, case study shape to many aspects of Harvey's analysis. The book's central Sean Phelan Messy Grand Narrative thesis, which largely coheres across the different contributions, is imbued with a similar dialectical reach and ambition, though an explicit concern with 'class', while at least implicit in most of the chapters, is markedly absent from the editors' introduction. Appropriating the template of the 'national varieties of capitalism' literature (see the various review essays beginning with Goodin (2003) ), the book proposes the idea of national 'varieties of neoliberalism' through a case study exploration of various 'developed', 'developing' and 'transnational' polities: New Zealand, Canada, United States, Japan, Mexico, Chile, Peru and Vietnam and, of particular interest to this review, Germany, Britain, Spain, Sweden and Russia. The collection assumes that the sphere of the national and the transnational are not separate domains but part of a complex, overdetermined and ultimately political dialectic, which is given clearest institutional expression in the 'functional convergence on a competition-state model ' (2005, 26) . Thus, like Harvey, the book formulates an account of neoliberal hegemony that recognizes its capacity for nationally distinct articulations, which can often belie the narrow equivalence of neoliberalism with imperialistic, externally driven processes of globalization. However, the normative disposition of the editors is more ambivalent; they critique particular instances of neoliberal ideological excess, yet laud the possibility of political innovation and diversity 'within the neoliberal playing field ' (2005, 20) . Most provocatively perhaps, they even advance the possibility of a 'social neoliberalism ' (2005, 21) , though, to be fair, this is asserted more as a hopeful invocation of a politics to come rather than a comprehensive summary of the book's diverse case studies.
Each chapter presents a summary account of the particular nation-state's neoliberal story. (The exception is the Cerny chapter, which compares and contrasts how the US and Japanese financial systems have been neoliberalized.) Importantly, none of the national case studies are explained in neoliberal terms only, and most of the chapters formulate impressive overviews of how a complex admixture of political events and issues were contextually articulated in ways that were hinged to processes of neoliberalization. One of the most impressive chapters, in this respect, is the Georg Menz chapter on Germany, which clearly distinguishes the German case from a more prototypical Thatcherite template. Following the outline of the national varieties of capitalism thesis, Menz recognizes the relative resilience of the institutional architecture of the Rhineland model, yet suggests that this should not be construed as resistance to neoliberalization. Instead, he argues that the key political transformation in the German context has been the re-articulation of the traditional architecture in terms of a neoliberalized logic, thus indicating the openness of the institutional structures to alternative kinds of discursive articulation.
The idea that neoliberalism is constituted as much through a politics of disidentification, as identification, is given sharp emphasis in many of the Sean Phelan Messy Grand Narrative chapters. One of the clearest expositions of this is Paul McVeigh's chapter on Spain, which chronicles how the wish to break with the insularity and authoritarianism of the Franco years was a central factor behind the country's neoliberal turn. As with Menz's analysis of Germany, it foregrounds the potent role played by historical memory in the hegemonic construction of a neoliberalized politics and argues that the wish to avoid a civil war type cleavage was an important factor in explaining why the socialist PSOE party, which was in power from 1982 to 1996, managed to secure cross-sectional support for a modernization agenda that was articulated in terms of neoliberal imperatives. Suggesting additional German parallels, McVeigh also emphasizes the important legitimating role played by EU membership, which was a central element of the political project that signified the departure from Franquismo.
The particulars of the British context are examined through a specific case study analysis of welfare reform. Mark Evans documents how New Labour reforms of the welfare system have been guided by a neoliberalized logic of 'policy transfer ' (2005, 69) , which have, above all else, valorized the US as the home of good governance. The dangers of disembedded policy transfer, when elevated to the status of a universal principle of development, is clearly elucidated in Anastasia Nesvetailova's chapter on Russia, which asserts its solid support for Putin's neoliberal compromise as an alternative to the 'disembedded laissez faire neoliberalism ' (2005, 238) of the 1990s. Nesvetailova rightfully affirms the belated recognition of the need for a stronger state than that sanctioned by the zealous pro-market dogma of the Yelstin years. However, the political logic of Putin's strong state is given a cursory treatment (the issue of Chechnya is not even mentioned), and discussion of the regime's authoritarian and anti-democratic character is essentially glossed over.
Perhaps the most counter-intuitive chapter in the book, at least to those regarding the country from a distance, is the one on Sweden. Sven Steinmo argues that the much esteemed neo-corporatist infrastructure of the social democratic model preempted, in many ways, the political priorities of the current globalization era, as it had always embraced competition as a central organizing principle. He maintains that the Swedish welfare state was not especially well developed prior to the 1970s, arguing that it was not until growing perceptions of a crack in the neo-corporatist pact between elite capital and labour that popular demands for a stronger welfare state emerged. Steinmo concludes (the assertion is marred by an elementary typographical error) that Sweden has moved from the 'embedded liberalism' of the post-war era to the 'embedded neoliberalism ' (2005, 163) of the present, 4 yet situates this as a reformulation rather than a renunciation of the Swedish state's redistributive ethos. This conclusion, in some sense, follows Harvey, who, although much more critical of recent political changes in Sweden, lauds the comparative desirability of what he describes as its 'circumscribed neoliberalization ' (2005, 115) . However, what undermines Steinmo's analysis, compared to many of the other chapters in the collection, is its lack of dialectical scope and ambition. The analysis is overfocussed on changes to the tax system and a contextual factor as important as EU membership is not even mentioned.
An Irish Neoliberalism?
The Irish case may not come under the radar of either Harvey or Soederberg et al. Yet, given the expansive and malleable account of neoliberalism asserted in both books, it is fair to assume that either could easily accommodate the concept of an 'Irish neoliberalism' (Kirby, 2002) . The notion is a central element of the argument that Smith seeks to deconstruct in her book, Showcasing Globalisation: The Political Economy of the Irish Republic, though, following Hay (2001) , her bigger target is the concept of globalization itself. Smith interrogates the commonplace reliance on globalization as both a description and explanation of recent political economy changes, mainly because of its typically reified invocation as a 'process without a subject' (2005, 23) -as if there is some 'it' out there called 'globalization' with causal properties in its own right. Her critique of the existing globalization literature extends to the kind of complex dialectical position underpinning the analysis of both Harvey and Soederberg et al. which, because it defines globalization as 'uneven and contradictory ' (2005, 26) , accounts for 'counter-tendencies' in a loose fashion that Smith finds unconvincing.
The book situates much of its argument in an interrogation of the celebratory and, in particular, critical accounts of the Irish case offered by others (Kirby, 2002; Allen, 2003; O'Hearn, 2003) . One of its prima facie strengths, compared to rival accounts, is its analytical foregrounding of the role of discourse and ideas. Smith correctly observes that discursive representations of globalization, even if unjustified empirically, may, when hegemonically embedded in the political culture, have causal effects on policy decisions. However, the book's conceptualization of discourse is problematic and undertheorized and, despite the intent, it offers little in the way of sophisticated reflection on the relation between the discursive and the material. The fundamental problem is that the discursive (positioned as the domain of image and perceptions) and the material (positioned as the domain of the actual and the empirical) are treated as if they are wholly discrete ontological categories rather than domains that are co-constitutive of each other.
5 Consequently, key particulars of the Irish case, such as social partnership and EU membership, are unproblematically discussed as if they are 'material factors' only, rather Sean Phelan Messy Grand Narrative than constitutive parts of the hegemonic configuration that gives discursive and political shape to an Irish neoliberalism.
The analytical posture informing the book is strongly empirical and Smith interrogates the assumption, one she discerns in the critical accounts offered by others, that an illuminating analysis of the Irish case can be structured around a binary opposition between the 'active state' and the 'neoliberal state ' (2005, 6) . That ideal conceptual types run up against empirical limits is hardly in dispute. But the problem here is that, while Smith reproaches others for their overreliance on analytical reductions, her own reformulation of the debate in terms of a stark choice between two ideal types is equally reductive. Positioning an 'active state' in opposition to a supposedly less active 'neoliberal state' hardly amounts to a nuanced reading of the work of someone like Kirby (2002) , who, contrary to Smith's reductive binary, would strongly emphasize the active and the interventionist nature of the neoliberal state. Smith's insistence that the particulars of the Irish case cannot be empirically accounted for in terms of a 'Celtic Tiger', 'Paper Tiger' binary is beset by a similar argumentative lameness -as if the failure to find empirical precision in what are, at best, metaphorical shorthands is the source of some great analytical insight. Thus, while one can certainly identify value in Smith's project of interrogating the analytical effects of abstractions, the threadbare level of conceptual rigour that she attributes to some of her most important critical targets often undermines the persuasiveness of the analysis.
The failure to satisfactorily engage with the notion of an Irish neoliberalism is also evident in Smith's mundane linguistic collocation of the term. Neoliberalism is primarily formulated as 'stark neoliberalism ' (2005, 19) , such that neoliberalism is given an essential starkness, whose most obvious political referent is the dogmatic pro-market posture of Thatcher. The recurring formulation can be read as an apt metaphor for how Smith proffers an account of neoliberalism that forecloses conceptual malleability and precludes exploration of the more typically 'euphemized' (see Phelan, 2007) form of Irish neoliberal discourses. In addition, the analysis sometimes assumes a naive hermeneutics of trust towards some of the interviewed policy actors that Smith draws on to support her argument, who, unsurprisingly, happily emphasize the anti-ideological pedigree of the Irish success story.
In fairness, the book is situated as a progressive intervention to counter the political authority of deterministic globalization discourses, rather than a specific exploration of neoliberalism. And, in these respects, Smith's empirical scepticism is a welcome antidote to the conceptual presumptuousness that informs many discussions of globalization. The book's assessment of Irish neoliberalism is also astute in some respects: one cannot but agree with Smith's conclusion that the Irish case is not moulded from some facsimile Thatcherite script, or deny her claim that neoliberalism can sometimes be used in a subsumptive way that forecloses further explanation. Yet the Irish context is still open to useful categorization as neoliberal, as Smith herself concedes in the recognition that the Irish state has 'entailed elements of both ' (2005, 135 ) a neoliberal and developmental logic. The disappointment is that Smith fails to satisfactorily explore how the political relation between these elements may not be the product of the false dichotomies that her analysis often unreflexively imposes on them, but open to messy co-articulation as part of an ordering neoliberalized logic that -to deploy a reductive binary -is neither global or national, but dynamic in form and post-national in scale.
Conclusion
The conclusion emerging from these three books is that there is nothing straightforward about the story of neoliberal hegemony. It is, in fact, an anthology of stories, which often have as many points of difference as convergence. Conceptualizing neoliberalism in such expansive and malleable terms certainly leaves one vulnerable to exacting critique and empirical objections. But the counter-risk, in renouncing the concept, is that one ends up with a flattened analysis that displaces a critical concern with the structuring effects of -and the ideological masking often involved in -the culturally embedded power relations between neoliberalized logics and other political logics. The scepticism of the empiricist has, nonetheless, an important tempering effect on how critique is advanced and articulated. 'There [may be] no alternative', in the grand sense, at least at present. Yet, within a neoliberal imaginary, there is -as the Soederberg et al. anthology evokes best -a space for some alternatives that should not be occluded from, or loosely subsumed into, critical explanations. It is, in short, the space for political agency and, as Smith's analysis wills, antidotes to the fatalistic perception that a neoliberalized politics is a politics of predetermined outcomes.
Notes
1 Many thanks to Lincoln Dahlberg for his comments on an earlier draft of this article. 2 I say surprising because Harvey would typically be positioned as a neo-Marxist interested in poststructuralist questions, rather than a poststructuralist Marxist (see Callinicos, 2006 ). Yet discerning analogies between Harvey's work and post-Marxists like Laclau and Mouffe (2001) should not come as a surprise, as Harvey's (2006) interest in 'relational' forms of spatiality suggests points of convergence with the discourse theory of the latter. 3 The argument here follows John Gray's perceptive assessment of Hayek, perhaps the most subtle of neoliberalism's philosopher kings: 'It is as a critic of socialism, not a philosopher of liberalism, that Hayek will be remembered' (Gray, 1998, 146) . 4 The actual formulation in the text is: 'Sweden has moved from ''embedded neoliberalism'' [sic] to ''embedded neoliberalism'''.
Sean Phelan Messy Grand Narrative 5 The notion that the discursive and the material are co-constitutive of each other is the position generally followed by critical realists (see Jessop, 2004) . The position assumed by poststructuralist discourse theory (see Laclau and Mouffe, 2001 ) is even more radical, arguing that the ontological basis of a distinction between the discursive and the material is essentially redundant.
